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This study examines three types of nineteenth-century
black families in the fiction of Frances Ellen Watkins
Harper: the displaced family, the cohesive family and the
reunited family. The study reflects how these African
American families struggle for spiritual awareness,
community involvement, and economic security before, during
and after the Civil War. Three works are considered in
this study: Minnie's Sacrifice (1859), Trial and Triumph
(1887-88), and lola Leroy (1892). The conclusions that
were drawn from this study suggest that Harper strayed far
from the typical nineteenth-century motifs in African
American literature. Where writers of her time often
focused on the exterior of the black experience, such as
the Middle Passage and slavery. Harper's fiction focuses on
the internal structure of the black family.
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Introduction: An Overview of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
The life of Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825-1911),
according to any measure, is a story of an unusually
cultivated black woman living in the nineteenth century.
Born free in 1825 Baltimore, the young Frances Ellen
Watkins was orphaned early in life. With a free-born and
educated aunt and uncle overseeing her care, young Frances
was raised and educated in a manner which they thought
befitted a privileged free black in the North. In a school
founded by her uncle, Frances Harper began her early
education. Her later education in Pennsylvania and Ohio
led to a teaching career that began when she became the
first female instructor at Union Seminary, which became
Wilberforce University and is now Central State University.
In her early twenties. Harper taught school in several
northern states. As a teacher. Harper became greatly
troubled by the inequality and suffering that black people
endured during slavery. Consequently, she concentrated on
participating in current efforts to abolish slavery.
Because of her remarkable speaking ability. Harper became a
volunteer lecturer for the Anti-Slavery Society of New
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England. Many publications of the time indicate that her
accomplishments ranked her equally among great female
African American writers and lecturers such as Pauline
Elizabeth Hopkins and Ida B. Wells.
During the time Frances was lecturing and teaching,
she began her own family. In 1860 she married Fenton
Harper, and for the next four years, she ceased her
lecturing to concentrate on her family. Although little
has been recorded about Frances during this time, it is
commonly known that she gave birth to a child and enjoyed
life as a mother and wife. Likewise, she began to see the
importance of the family unit in the black community. She
spent more time at home and in community activities that
promoted the family. However, after Fenton's early death
in 1864, Harper reappeared on the lecture circuit, working
for the Anti-Slavery Society once more. She began to spend
more time on broader social issues than on diminutive
family issues. She also began to pursue, seriously, her
literary goals. It was during this time, between 1857 and
1892, that some of her most prominent works were created.
Her most popular verse collection. Poems and Miscellaneous
Subjects (1853) was revised in 1857. Her blank-verse
allegory Moses: A Story of the Nile (1869) was published,
as well as Sketches of Southern Life (1872) .
After the Civil War (1861-1865), when slavery was
finally abolished, Frances shifted gears and turned her
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energies toward helping to solve problems associated with
Reconstruction. Again, her focus was helping blacks
understand that they should devote time to promoting strong
black families. Harper advocated religious teachings,
economic security, and a sound education as bedrocks of a
viable family and a progressive community. Records show
that Harper organized Bible schools and women's and men's
social clubs, where blacks could gather in order to shape a
network and build strong community ties. She served on the
national boards of such organizations as The Women's
Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) for which she was the
national superintendent for the African American division,
the American Equal Rights Association (AERA), and other
organizations and groups that advocated morality and family
unity. With her reputation as an orator in place from her
affiliation with the Anti-Slavery Society, she was asked to
speak at national conferences where she advocated creating
strong black families through building individual
character.
For most of her life. Harper was a leader among blacks
in America in both sociopolitical settings and literary
circles. She was a frequent contributor to the Anglo-
African Magazine, the Women's Era, the Christian Recorder
and the New York Independent, all noteworthy publications
of the time. She published several books of abolitionist
poetry and prose and so many journal articles that, as
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scholar Frances Smith Foster indicates, she became known as
the "journalistic mother" of the black press. Harper
published regularly not only in the African American press
but in the white press as well. Her first work of fiction,
the short story called "Two Offers" (1859), appeared only
six years after William Wells Brown's Clotel, one of the
first known novels by a black American. "Two Offers" sets
the stage for Harper's philosophy regarding the black
family in the nineteenth century. In the story, she
manages to capture both the tximultuous as well as the
stable sides of individuals and their families. "Two
Offers" published in the Anglo-African Magazine, echoes the
themes of Harper's essays and poetry (Foster 105). Harper
followed "Two Offers" with three recently discovered
serialized novels retrieved by Frances Smith Foster in
1994. Over eighty years after Harper's death, Minnie's
Sacrifice (1859), Sowing and Reaping: A Temperance Story
(1877), and Trial and Triumph (1887-88), focused on themes
first introduced in "Two Offers." She ended her literary
career with her novel, lola Leroy (1892) which is perhaps
the most profound of her works.
While traditional studies of American literature have
commonly disregarded the fictional efforts of nineteenth
century African Americans in order to concentrate on slave
narratives and autobiographies, the fact remains that
African Americans were writing notable fiction almost as
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soon as white Americans were. Harper's lola Leroy^ William
Wells Brown's Clotel/ and other early African American
publications make this evident.
For the most part, the general critical appraisal of
Harper has been diverse. It seems that some critics have
set out to destroy her novelistic credibility while others
have tried to defend it. In Melba Joyce Boyd's examination
of Houston Baker's appraisal of Harper, Boyd observes how
modern theory applied to Harper's work has done her
literature a grave injustice:
Baker condemns Frances Harper and Anna Julia Cooper
for advocating the "uplift" of the " race", as if to
suggest that peasantry and illiteracy represent true
cultural identity and convey authentic imagery. He
accuses them of embracing Victorian values in their
literature, while he imposes postmodern French
thought on their language. He applauds Frederick
Douglas [sic] for not speaking in the vernacular
as an abolitionist lecturer, but barely mentions
Harper's prominence at antislavery podiums, and
ignores her elocutionary precision and distinction.
(Boyd 19)
P. Gabrielle Foreman agrees, stating that "Harper's generic
affiliation with sentimentality, in part, explains the
justification for her exclusion from a Black literary
sisterhood that expresses complex subjectivity"(2). But
Foreman also notes that Harper's sentimental language
accentuates her text with what Foreman terms
"histotextuality": a strategy marginalized (black) writers
used to incorporate historical allusions that both
contextualize and radicalize their works by countering the
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putatively innocuous generic codes they seem to have
endorsed (2) . Put simply, the language is used to obscure
Harper's radical subject matter from her white audience but
is still used to satisfy her black audience. On the other
hand, critic John Ernest finds merit in Harper's fiction:
"Like Uncle Tom's Cabin, lola Leroy is a novel designed to
inspire readers "to feel right" by engraving upon readers'
hearts images representative of a transcendent standard of
thought and of action, a union of meaning and of mode, of
matter and of manner" (509). In short, Ernest, like
Foreman, feels as if the preoccupation with language
overshadows the historical and cultural importance of her
works. Although Ernest feels lola Leroy was a notable
fictional effort, other critics used this work to discredit
Harper as a serious fiction writer. Like Baker, they
suggest that her literary reputation rests on her poetry.
For example, critic Eugenia Collier suggests that Harper's
fiction is not to be counted among the world's greatest
literature. According to Collier, Harper's fiction is,
"mired in a 19th century idiom in which the characters
declaim rather than converse" (8).
Recent critics, with broader conceptions of political
discourse, see in Harper's incorporation of "sentimental
conventions" neither "the politics of assimilation" nor
that of "complacency" (Ernest 498). Still others have seen
in lola Leroy, Minnie's Sacrifice, Sowing and Reaping, and
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Trial and Tritomph an idealization of the nineteenth-century
cult of true womanhood that amounts to conformity to
standards of identity established by white culture. Put
most simply, Ernest emphasizes that Harper's works have
been misjudged in that "uncritical assumptions about
sentimental conventions on the one hand and attempts to
identify an essential conception of black female identity
on the other, have caused this problem" (Ernest 498) . In
fact, other critics like Foster insist that considering
nineteenth-century standards, and particularly those for
African American women. Harper's works were "without peer"
(xii).
Nevertheless, Foster's discovery of the three novels
by Harper changed the minds of many critics who once shared
Baker and Collier's views. This new generation of critics
affirms Harper's importance as a unique fiction writer of
her time. Harper used the prevailing journalistic and
literary forms to challenge, head-on, myths and stereotypes
regarding the cultural and historical representations of
African Americans and the effect of these representations
on thousands of African American families. By manipulating
the language of the sentimental novel. Harper was able to
tackle varied and complex issues, such as the validation of
African American history, artificial racial and gender
constructs, and social reform issues that were foremost in
the minds of nineteenth-century African Americans. This
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particular study of Harper as a fiction writer develops
from the connection of her fiction with her personal
beliefs about blacks in the nineteenth century and
particularly the effect of displacement, cohesiveness, and
reunions on the family unit.
Her beliefs about the black family were developed in
an environment very antagonistic toward blacks, both slaves
and free blacks. Foster notes that it was particularly
problematic for free blacks such as Harper and her family,
who lived in a slave state. Some say The Compromise of
1850 exacerbated the problems of the already difficult
lives of blacks. According to Foster, the 1850 Compromise
abolished the slave trade in the District of Columbia and
admitted California as a free state, but it also decreed
that "popular sovereignty" in each new territory would
determine whether New Mexico, Utah, and subsequent areas
would enter as free or slave states (8) . This so-called
compromise satisfied no one and assisted, instead, to
amplify racial hostilities in the original states. When
Harper was just twenty-five years of age, the Fugitive
Slave Act of 1850 was passed. which facilitated the
recapture and extradition of runaway slaves and.
subsequently, made for a new black radicalism.
With increased racism, shortly followed by war and
civil unrest, America was experiencing an era full of
violence, racism, sexism, and classism. Black women, in
Benton 9
particular, were faced with all elements of discrimination.
With both gender and color working against them in society,
black women generated a tremendous amount of strength to
survive, much of which originated in the family unit.
Through the experiences of dismantlement in the family, by
death and slavery. Harper and other black women applied
their strength to aid in other areas of their lives.
Harper's career and thoughts evolved from oppression and
her relentless drive to fight such oppression and encourage
solidarity in the black community. In With Pen and Voice:
A Critical Anthology of Nineteenth-Century African
American Women, Shirley Wilson Logan captures the dynamics
of multilevels of oppression in nineteenth-century black
families. According to Logan, for the African American the
nineteenth century was filled with "turmoil and change."
It was a period which demanded that African Americans
adjust to their newly acquired freedoms while they faced
mob violence and a continued struggle to "obtain full
citizenship" (91).
Harper's works then bring attention to the black
family through the experiences of her characters who are
engaged in crucial issues of the times, such as
dismantlement of families, the struggle to maintain
cohesive relationships, and the search for loved ones sold
during slavery. In each of her works, the characters
struggle to cope with conditions caused by antebelliam and
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postbellum aftermath. They strive to achieve personal
spirituality while at the same time attempt to maintain
some sense of family, community awareness, and socio¬
economic security.
When considering Harper's works in this aspect, one
must realize that the black family in America was torn
apart as a result of the Middle Passage and that blacks in
America have since worked to restore the strong bonds of
family that were established by African ancestors. When
slavery began, so did the separation of black families on
African soil. The largest forced immigration in world
history began tearing families apart when the first male
slaves were captured in the villages of West Africa. The
dismantlement of these families continued for over four
hundred years and spanned the Atlantic Ocean onto American
soil. The rape of black women during slavery, mass lynching
of black men, severe economic challenges over a long period
of time and social alienation from mainstream America have
also affected the black family, negatively. Harper's
fiction has captured families dealing with these elements
in a nontopical fashion. Where previous writers have
focused on the exterior of the black experience. Harper's
fiction focuses on the internal, that which moves and
motivates individuals.
Although Frances Harper was not the fipst or the only
black woman writer of her time, her recent fame has ensured
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a newfound interest in the nineteenth-century black family
that extends beyond their being appendages of a larger
society. Harper stretches beyond the all-too-common
nineteenth-century slave story which had long been the
trademark of African American literature of that time. To a
great extent, this study of Harper is concerned with her as
a commentator of sorts. To some extent, Harper's works can
be viewed as models of nineteenth-century black families
and the issues which they faced. Before Harper's novels,
the characterization of blacks did not reveal the
complexity that we see in her works. Often portrayals of
blacks went no further than the pretentious slave, the
freedman, and the tragic mulatto. Although one can find
these characters in Harper's work, they are, however,
present with numerous other character-types and families,
be they dismantled, cohesive or struggling to some extent
to go from one to the other. Even more noteworthy in
Harper's fiction is her ability to demonstrate how
spirituality, community awareness, and socioeconomics are
intricately interwoven into the stability of families. Her
focus on families in her fiction is an examination of how
individuals benefit from a supportive unit when dealing
with the outside world. Moreover, her works demonstrate
how individuals can be destroyed by the absence of the
supportive immediate and extended family. Similarly, her
works about the inequalities of life as a nineteenth-
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century black reveal how trials in the outside world
manifest themselves in the family. Often, the term
"family", in the black community, refers to the extended
family. This is particularly true in Harper's works.
This study investigates the spiritual, economic, and
communal state of three types of nineteenth-century black
families: the dismantled black family, the cohesive black
family, and the reunited black family as they are depicted
in the novels of Frances Harper. These themes are realized
through her characters' interactions with not only their
own community but the white community as well. In Harper's
fiction, each of these kinds of black families struggles to
reach a level of community awareness, socioeconomic
security and spirituality that reflect Harper's own
philosophy regarding the state of African Americans.
Each chapter following the introduction deals with one
of Harper's novels in chronological order. Since there has
been some debate about the racial identity of the
characters in Harper's Sowing and Reaping; A Temperance
Story, the second of Harper's four novels, it has been
omitted from this study so that I may concern myself solely
with nineteenth-century African American families. Chapter
II is titled. The Disintegrated Black Family in Minnie's
Sacrifice. Chapter III is titled. The Cohesive Black Family
in Trial and Triumph. Chapter IV is titled. The Reunited
Black Family in lola Leroy.
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Each chapter grapples with the sense of community
involvement, economic development and spiritual awareness
that the protagonists strive to attain. Each protagonist
endures an ongoing struggle to reach a firm sense of self.
The text also includes an examination of how Harper's
personal beliefs about the nineteenth-century African
American family fit into her literary vision and how these
beliefs are manifested in the above works.
Chapter II
The Disintegrated Black Family in Minnie^s Sacrifice
It is common knowledge that for African Americans, the
years surrounding the publication of Frances Harper's
Minnie's Sacrifice, Trial and Triumph, and lola Leroy
(1859-1892) were a time of turbulence and change from which
the family provided a haven of stability, communally,
economically and spiritually. This chapter focuses on the
portrayal of two displaced individuals and the internal
structure of their families in Harper's first novel,
Minnie's Sacrifice (1859). More specifically, the
protagonists, Minnie and Louis, both from dismantled
families, struggle for community acceptance, economic
development and spiritual awareness.
Perhaps Harper was particularly interested in telling
the story of a dissipated family because the disintegration
of the black family, caused by the Middle Passage and
slavery, has been so much a part of African Americans'
history. Historical studies have shown that the basic
social group, united through bonds of kinship or marriage
in all societies, has been disrupted most in the African
American community. Prominent sociologist, Andrew
14
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Billingsley, gives perhaps the most notable observation
stating, in sum, that slavery had a crippling effect on the
establishment, maintenance, and growth of normal patterns
of family life among African Americans. He points out that
there were several factors of this process of family,
community, social, and spiritual disintegration. First,
the family was torn apart at the very beginning of the
slave trade. Secondly, there was a willful separation of
men, women and children through interplantation sales. Thus
family, community and religious ties were lost. Third,
there was no protection of marriage as an institution among
slaves. Consequently, there was mass exploitation of slave
women by white owners and overseers for both pleasure and
profit. Finally, as a result of this rape and
exploitation, the children that resulted from these
situations were often separated from either their maternal
or paternal families, and in some cases, they were driven
from both (Billingsley 68).
Historian Brenda Stevenson further cites how the black
family disintegrated:
From the initiation of a romance, black men and
women had to confront and compromise with their
masters about control of their intimate lives, aware
that their owner typically had the final say about if
and when they could marry, and even who. Even after
a slave's marriage, his or her master still commonly
decided when slave husbands and wives could see each
other, if and when they could live or work together,
the fate of their children, and sometimes even the
number of children they had. (226)
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Because of the consistency of forced disintegration of
families in the collective experience of African Americans,
family unity is critical to blacks' social structure, and
it helps to tell a great deal about who an individual is
and whom he or she can become. An examination of Minnie's
Sacrifice finds two families complicated not only by the
disintegration and displacement of slavery, but by race
mixing as well.
It is fact that cohabitation of white men and black
slave women occurred on every level and became so common
that it practically negated monogamous moral principles.
Sociologist E. Franklin Frazier supports Billingsley in his
assertion that the class of mixed blood children often
created as a result of these unions suffered the effects of
displacement twofold. Whether they were taken into the
slave master's house as servants, or given separate living
accommodations, or raised as white, they were so situated
that family was an abstract and a sense of self was
virtually nonexistent (7). Stevenson also observes how the
life of the mulatto individual is complicated by
displacement:
Often severed from their black or white mothers as
small children, and not given the legal right of
attachment to fathers who could not marry their
mothers because of prohibitive interracial marriage
laws, or would not do so for other reasons, many of
these early free blacks [mulattos]. emerged from their
indentured lives without even the rudiments of a
family. (259)
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In Minnie^s Sacrifice, there are two major characters
that are mulatto, Minnie and Louis, whose lives are a part
of this vicious cycle of displacement and the
disintegration of family. Unattached and unfamiliar to
each other, both Minnie and Louis are children of a
relationship between a white slave master and his slave.
Each child is sent to live in northern states where each
acquires a good education and lives a life of economic and
social freedom. Neither child knows the identity of his or
her biological parents, and both have been raised as, and
presume themselves to be, white. Of course they are not,
and the story centers on their reactions to learning the
true racial heritage of their biological parents. Harper's
attempt is for her primary characters to overcome the
disintegration of their families and their displacement in
society. As a result, Louis and Minnie are portrayed as
being totally committed to the African American community
after their true heritage is revealed. However, the
complexity of their racial background becomes problematic
in this quest for their true heritage. Although it is
common knowledge that the family unit ideally provides a
sense of protection, companionship, security, and
socialization, a racially mixed black family such as that
of Minnie and Louis did not have these provisions.
The origin of both Louis' and Minnie's family and the
problem of their historical development are critical to the
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Structure of Minnie's Sacrifice. The disintegration of both
characters' family, in a sense, becomes the focal point of
the action in this novel. Harper begins her narrative not
with the introduction of her main characters but with the
history of the characters' racially mixed families. The
reader is first introduced to the history of the Le Croix
family. Louis Le Croix is the son of a slave owner,
Bernard Le Croix and his slave, Agnes. After Agnes dies
during childbirth, Louis' grandmother, Miriam, surrenders
Louis to his white half sister, Camilla, to be reared as
white. Shortly after, the reader is introduced to the Le
Grange family. Minnie LeGrange, the child of the rich
white St. Pierre LeGrange and his favorite slave Ellen is
sent away at an early age because of LeGrange's wife's
resentment of the young Minnie. However, rather than to
sell his child to another owner, LeGrange persuades a
northern friend and his wife to take Minnie and raise her
as white.
Of course, both Louis and Minnie eventually learn of
their true heritage and attempt to reconnect with their
background by working with the black community and seeking
their acceptance. It is this quest for community
acceptance that drives Louis to become an antislavery
lecturer and advocate. Minnie helps women in the African
American community by offering spiritual counseling,
charity, food and clothing. Both attempt to establish
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deeper relationships with their black relatives who were
former slaves. Louis seeks companionship with his
grandmother, and Minnie seeks love from her mother.
However, largely because there are many layers of
stories about Minnie and Louis's families, the black and
white factions. Harper's attempt to weave them together
with the black community ultimately fails. For although
Minnie and Louis eventually appear to accept their black
heritage and choose to be African Americans towards the end
of the novel, they are never really totally comfortable
with their new-found families or the black community. It
is clear, however, that Harper intends for Minnie and Louis
to become black and contribute their talents to uplifting
slaves:
The lesson of Minnie's Sacrifice is this, that it is
braver to suffer with one's own branch of the hiaman
race,-to feel, that the weaker and the more despised
they are, the closer we will cling to them, for the
sake of helping them, than to attempt to creep out of
all identity with them in their feebleness, for the
sake of mere personal advantages, and to do this at
the expense of self-respect, and a true manhood, and
a truly dignified womanhood, that with whatever
gifts we possess, whether they be genius, culture,
wealth or social position, we can best serve the
interest of our race by a generous and loving
diffusion, than by a narrow and selfish isolation
which, after all, is only one type of the barbarous
and antisocial state. (91)
Obviously, Harper's philosophy is that Louis and Minnie
must return to the black community, despite their former
displacement status. Additionally, they must rejoin their
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black families after their heritage is revealed, although
they really have no true connection to it other than blood-
that is, that they are displaced persons. Neither Minnie
nor Louis receives the provisions of affection and
emotional support of a traditional family in their
childhood. In addition, their white surrogate families
take on other functions that were primarily performed by
the traditional family such as education and religion.
Harper is not the first writer to present individuals
who succeed in certain areas of life because of their mixed
family lineage. William Wells Brown did it in 1853 with
Clotel, a novel about the supposed daughter of Thomas
Jefferson and one of his slaves. In 1859, Harriet E.
Wilson congruently did it with Our Nig; Or, Sketches from
the Life of a Free Black. In both novels, the protagonists
are mulatto. As a result, both are able to use their skin
color at some point in the novel to advance their station
in society. However, what one will find noteworthy in most
portrayals of nineteenth-century interracial families like
that of Louis and Minnie's, from both the black and white
viewpoint, is that the children of interracial couples had
better opportunities if they were sent to the North to be
educated. In some cases, the black identity of these
children was not known to the children or to anyone else.
Characters like Louis' grandmother and sister are depicted
as believing in being able to improve their children's
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lives by sending them away under a facade of racial
deception.
Minnie and Louis have never belonged to a true
cohesive community or family. They are displaced from
their biological families when they are sent to the North.
They are equally displaced in their choice to return to the
South to establish relationships with the black portion of
their families. Thus, it is morally problematic if they
choose to continue to live as white and equally spiritually
and socially problematic to identify with a community and
family they have never known.
This conflict of displacement can first be identified
by examining Harper's treatment of Minnie. Minnie's
identification with her black family is far too utopic.
Harper's impulse to try to make it utopic is,
simultaneously, her greatest strength and the greatest
weakness of this work; for it results in the creation of a
static, disillusioned, and inconsistent character. An
examination of the text shows how Harper hurriedly rushes
to have Minnie accept her mother;
I have found you, at last, my dear, darling,
long-lost child. Minnie, is this you, and have I
found you at last? . . . Minnie trembled from head
to foot. . . 'Who are you? and where did you come
from?' said Minnie, as soon as she gained her breath.
'I came from Louisiana. Oh, I can't be mistaken. I
have longed for you, and prayed for you, and now I
have found you.' (50)
Although Minnie "trembles from head to foot," she is
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extremely receptive of her mother. She quickly shows her
approval of her mother in her static response to Carrie:
Just then, Carrie, who had finished speaking with her
friend, seeing Minnie and the strange woman talking
together, exclaimed, 'What is the matter?' Noticing
the agitation of her friend, 'Who is this woman, and
what has she said to you?' 'She says that she is my
mother, my long-lost mother.' 'Why, Minnie, what
nonsense! She can't be your mother. Why don't you see
she is colored?' 'Where do you live?' said Minnie,
without appearing to notice the words of Carrie. 'I
don't live anywhere. I just came here yesterday with
some of the Union soldiers.' 'Come with me then, and
I will show you a place to stop.' 'Why, Minnie, you
are not going to walk down the street with that
Nig-colored woman; if you are, please excuse me. My
business calls me another way.' And without any more
ceremony Carrie and Minnie parted. (50)
As a result of this hurried treatment, problems arise later
in the novel. Namely, the relationship with Minnie and her
biological mother seems forced. There is never any genuine
maternal interaction between the two in the novel.
Although it appears Minnie wants to be black, she is
not prepared to cope with the harsh living conditions of
the black community and her surviving black family, once
she returns to the South. At an obvious point in the text,
Minnie reinforces her displacement in the black community
and with her family in an ironic conversation with her
mother. "I do wish we had a government under which our
lives would be just as safe as they were in Pennsylvania."
Ellen very anxiously responds, "This is a hard country. We
colored people have seen our hard times here." The
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conversation continues with Ellen saying, "... I learned
to cast my burden on the Lord, and then my misery all
passed away." Minnie immediately thinks, "How wonderful is
this faith! How real it is to them! How near some of
these suffering people have drawn to God!" (82). The mere
use of the words "them" and "these suffering people"
signifies Minnie's lack of connection with her own mother
and the black community. She does not include herself in
the "colored" community.
Thus, Minnie's sincere attempt to "uplift" the race is
mostly a failed effort. She dies having given kindness to
people in the community rather than uplifting them. In
accordance, one has to believe she would not so readily
have accepted her blackness if she had known or had thought
about the oppressive conditions faced by black people.
However, she learns too late that the effects of racism on
the black community are too strong for even her fair skin
to save. Harper emphasizes this point by contrasting
Louis' attitude toward their white enemies with Minnie's.
Louis is aware of the hatred that abounds in the South
against Blacks, but Minnie is naive about it:
The pleasant home-life of Louis and Minnie was
destined to be rudely broken up. He began to receive
threats and anonymous letters . . . But Louis, brave
and resolute, kept on the even tenor of his way,
although he never left his home without some
forebodings that he tried in vain to cast off. But
his young wife being less in contact with the brutal
elements of society in that sin-cursed region, did not
comprehend the danger as Louis did . . . .(81)
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This passage foreshadows Minnie's death caused by the Ku
Klux Klan. However, by Harper's standards it is necessary
for Minnie to go South and try to reconnect with her black
family and the black community.
Minnie's struggle to repair her disintegrated family
is most striking in her conscious choice to reclaim family.
Although the idealized concept of family that Minnie
possessed is the antithesis of her reality, this concept
only exists because it mirrors Harper's views of domestic
culture as it relates to the family. Harper believes that
family and community are interwoven. This is evident from
what she writes in the conclusion of the novel:
The greatest want of our people, if I understand our
wants aright, is not simply wealth, or genius, nor
mere intelligence, but live men, and earnest, lovely
women, whose lives shall represent not a stagnant
mass, but a living force [family]. (90-91)
Harper feels it is a woman's duty under God to take care of
and keep her family together. Therefore it is not
difficult to ascertain why she felt somewhat a failure when
she could not keep her own family together after the death
of her husband Fenton. Because of financial reasons.
Harper is forced to leave her stepchildren (Fenton's
children from a previous marriage) with relatives, while
she and her biological daughter Mary moved South.
On the contrary, Louis' struggle to accept the black
community and his black family is a bit more difficult and
probably more realistic than Minnie's and perhaps mirrors
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the philosophy put forth in Harper's conclusion. Unlike
Minnie, early in the novel, Louis has staunch racist views
about blacks. One can see that Louis, uninformed of his
true heritage, has strong opinions that are not yet
favorable about the state of the black family in America.
Raised as a white southerner and educated in the North,
Louis applauds the South's position on slavery. He
believes that blacks are doing fine in their enslavement
and all would be well if the abolitionists would leave
matters alone. The narrator describes Louis' attitudes:
He is strongly Southern in his feelings, but
having been educated in the North, whilst he
is an enthusiast in defense of his section,
as he calls the South, he is neither coarse
and brutal in his actions, nor fanatical in
his devotion to slavery. He thinks the
Negroes are doing well enough in slavery, if
the Abolitionists would only let matters rest,
and he feels a sense of honor in defending the
South. (36)
Although at this time, Louis is unaware of his true racial
heritage, it is problematic to the members of his family,
particularly to his white sister, Camilla, who knows of
Louis' true heritage. She is, after all, the one who
convinces her father to allow Louis to be raised as a white
child and to send him North to be educated so that he would
enjoy a better life.
Harper foreshadows the coming conflict regarding
Louis' discovery of his familial lineage by reflecting on
Camilla's reaction to his attitude about the South and the
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war:
Camilla regretted to see Louis ready to
raise his hand against the freedom of his
mother's race, although he was perfectly
unconscious of his connection with it, for
the conflict which was then brewing between
the North and the South was in fact a struggle
between despotism and idea; between freedom on
one side and slavery on the other. (34)
When Louis learns that he is black, he maintains
negative attitudes toward blacks, at first. The text
emphasizes Louis' negative attitude about his newly
discovered race:
And as to the colored people, of course it never
entered his mind to join their ranks, and ally
himself to them; he had always regarded them as
inferior; and this sudden and unwelcome revelation
had not changed the whole tenor of his thoughts and
opinions. (61)
Shortly after this scene, Louis again returns to the North
to avoid being sold into slavery. However, during this
time he hesitantly accepts his blackness. After the threat
of bondage has subsided, he returns to the South, and
reconnects with his family, particularly his white sister
Camilla and his maternal grandmother, Miriam, a black
woman. Here, the reader sees Louis' negative attitudes
toward race and family changing to positive ones.
Referring to Louis' arrival in the South with the Union
army, the narrator reports that on their arrival they found
the war still raging, and Louis was "ready and anxious" to
assist that race to whom he felt he owed his life, and with
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whom he was connected by lineage (65). Gradually Louis
comes to full acceptance of his family's heritage and the
black community. He eventually returns to live with his
maternal grandmother, Miriam, and begins to work as an
antislavery lecturer. He urges members of the community to
become economically independent, to help one another
spiritually and mentally, and to instill these values in
their children.
In addition to community acceptance. Harper's
characters in Minnie's Sacrifice seek economic security. It
is obvious that Harper is cognizant that, during the second
half of the antebellum era, the black community was often
denied even the potential to discover economic freedom.
Stevenson brings a sociological perspective to the era by
reminding us that since the Nat Turner rebellion of 1831,
there was a swift loss of rights for black people and
opportunities that drew a racial hard line that threatened
the very existence of blacks. She observes,
"Discriminatory legislation was undermining their
community's economy. They could no longer hope to educate
their children or prepare them for a better life. Their
small, but thriving, community groups were under constant
scrutiny" (286).
This economic misfortune is demonstrated in the novel
when one examines that despite being economically well off
and having come to the South solely by choice, Minnie and
Benton 28
Louis try to become a part of a black community that is
profoundly affected by the economic conditions of the South
and are permanently transformed by it. Consequently, they
attempt to dedicate their lives to sharing, caring for, and
freeing their newfound extended family, the African
American community. Describing Louis after his return to
the South, the text states, "He had plenty of money, a
liberal education, and could have chosen a life of ease,
but he was too ardent in his temperament, too decided in
his character, not to feel an interest in the great events
which were then transpiring in the country" (65-66) . The
novel further states, "Louis, too, with his practical turn
of mind, used his influence in teaching them [blacks] to be
thrifty and industrious and to turn their attention towards
becoming land owners" (73) .
What is problematic about Harper's treatment of
economic security within the context of this family is
that, despite their wealth, Louis' and Minnie's reclaimed
families, specifically its black members, still struggle
economically. Miriam, Louis' grandmother, although free,
remains a servant to his white sister Camilla. In
addition, Minnie's mother Ellen is also economically
disadvantaged and living among the impoverished.
History tells us that blacks were never indemnified
economically for slavery. Thus, as Billingsley contends,
"The end of slavery with the Civil War in the United States
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brought a certain freedom to the slave and the free black
alike, but it was also a crisis [economic] of major
proportions" (69). For thousands of blacks, this period
simply meant the freedom to be poor as a result of no
opportunities to make money. Considering Minnie*' s
Sacrifice in this historical context, Minnie's and Louis'
familial responsibility was too heavy a burden despite
Harper's vision of a somewhat utopic and Biblical
sacrifice. This theme about the black family is
invalidated when the economic condition of the black
members of Louis and Minnie's families are considered, and
even more complicated by the conditions of the community of
blacks Louis and Minnie have now tried to dedicate their
lives to;
Often would Minnie enter these humble homes and
listen patiently to the old story of wrong and
suffering. Sympathizing with their lot, she would
give them counsel and help when needed. When she was
leaving they would look after her wistfully, and say,
'She mighty good; we's low down, but she feels for
we.' (75)
This and similar passages make it evident that Harper's
treatment of a disintegrated family personifies the
dichotomy of race and economics in the nineteenth century;
when one can choose his or her racial identity they usually
thrive economically. Those that have no choice usually
suffer economically. However, unlike the typical mulatto
story of nineteenth century African American literature,
the characters who have a choice in Minnie's Sacrifice try
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to adhere to a higher calling in the race struggle that is
often beyond their grasp. Meanwhile, their black family
members who surround them that have no choice about race
continue to suffer. Considering the philosophies Harper
held and placed in this work, particularly the conclusion,
one would think the families in Minnie's Sacrifice would
not surrender to these inconsistencies but rather be
portrayed as gaining some sort of economic independence
without compromising one's commitment to race.
Although there are inconsistencies in the novels.
Harper manages to sporadically remain true to her
philosophies in the text. In an exchange with Louis, uncle
Richard describes how he stayed true to his race and
eventually received some sort of economic gain:
Last week some of them offered me $500 if I would
desert my party; but I wasn't going to forsake my
people. I have been in purty tight places this year.
One night when I come home my little girl said to me.
'Daddy, dre ain't no bread in de house.' . . . but I
begun to pray, and the next day I found a quarter of
a dollar, and then some of my colored friends said it
wouldn't do . . . and they made me up seventy-five
cents. (77)
Although, seventy-five cents is far from five hundred
dollars. Harper probably just wants to reiterate what she
says in her conclusion about "suffering with one's own
branch of the race." Uncle Richard is an example of an ex¬
slave who chooses poverty; however, there are not many
others like Uncle Richard in Harper's work.
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Harper's novel also portrays the protagonists'
struggle for spiritual strength. Achieving spiritual
awareness, in this novel, involves resolving the conflict
between the characters' fundamental Christian religion and
their social views on race. Throughout the novel, both
Louis and Minnie, in particular, struggle to achieve
spiritual awareness, particularly, keeping faith in God and
maintaining religious conventions. Like most of Harper's
characters, Louis and Minnie are fundamental Christians;
however, their white familial upbringings and subsequent
return to the black community often conflict with their
religious beliefs, particularly for Louis. Both characters
question whether the path they have chosen is, indeed, the
right one. However, Minnie's life ends with her still
questioning her faith, and as Boyd asserts, " Minnie and
Louis do not live happily ever after in romantic bliss.
Minnie is killed by the Ku Klux Klan and Louis must gain
spiritual strength from this Christlike sacrifice and
persevere" (132).
Harper does not portray the spiritual and religious
awareness of Louis and Minnie early in the novel. Her
effort begins when the racial identities of the characters'
families are revealed. As has been stated. Harper makes
this happen comfortably for the most part because each is
brought to understand the controversial principle of God's
will during their white upbringing. Nevertheless, this
Benton 32
belief in God's will is not a comfort zone to either Minnie
or Louis as they struggle to achieve spiritual awareness in
the wake of their newly found race and family. God's will
revealed their true race and committed them spiritually to
it. However, internally they are still troubled by their
condition. Minnie often questions whether she and her
husband have made the right decision to live as black, and
Louis resists vocalizing his desire to give up on the black
community and move back to the North.
Unfortunately, it is only at the end of the novel that
a true spiritual awareness and comfort with God's Will is
achieved by either character. More unfortunate is the fact
that it happens only to Louis following Minnie's death:
Surely, thought Louis, if the blessings and tears of
the poor and needy and the prayers of him who was
ready to perish would crystallize a path to the
glory-land, then Minnie's exit from earth must have
been over a bridge of light, above whose radiant
arches hovering angels would delight to bend. (89)
This scene shortly after Minnie's death signals Louis's
newly found faith, and his ensuing change of character
makes possible his total acceptance of his black family.
The discovery of spiritual awareness, then, ties together
all the loose ends of the novel, fulfills the void of race,
and closes the book with an overall affirming message that
two ardent persons can accept their condition, marry and
prosper despite the loss of one's family, if it is God's
will. Although in Minnie's Sacrifice Louis and Minnie's
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understanding of family is at first distorted, Louis does
eventually see how a dismantled family unknown to him
played a great part in who he is as an adult. In that
respect, perhaps Harper achieves, partly, the spirituality
and loyalty to race that she desires for the characters.
An examination of all the elements discussed in this
chapter: community acceptance, economic development and
spiritual awareness, draws the reader to conclude that by
giving Louis and Minnie a role to play in the larger
struggle for racial uplift, rather than concentrating on
repairing a disintegrated family. Harper compromises her
intent. Although her choice of the mulatto story as a
model for a dismantled family is a logical and appropriate
one, the effort to reconnect these individuals to their
families is probably not a wise choice although her intent
is noble. Her desire to portray the internal lives of
blacks, including their views on community, economics and
spirituality was a challenge to a nineteenth century black
writer. The result, however, is not only a greater
complexity and possibility for her protagonist, but it also
results in a confusion of Harper's intent.
Chapter III
The Cohesive Black Family in Trial and Triumph
Frances Harper's third novel. Trial and Triumph
portrays the cohesive black family. The term, "cohesive,"
as suggested by contemporary sociologist Nathan Glazer,
includes several types of family structures. However, all
of the structures share the common elements of knowledge of
lineage and/or cohabitation. According to Glazer, in
cohesive families, children are socialized into certain
values and patterns, and they maintain a society.
Sometimes the culture that the family supports is sharply
structured; sometimes it barely seems to have any defined
structure at all. But behind these social forms are family
structures, histories and similar patterns of child
rearing.
In Trial and Triumph, the cohesive families do not
exempt the characters from problems faced by most
nineteenth century blacks. Throughout Trial and Triumph,
the characters are judgmental, celebratory and indebted to
their families as their attitudes and values clash with
34
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those of the larger society. As a result, family
relationships influence each character's perception of and
struggle for community acceptance, economic security, and
spiritual strength.
According to sociologist Andrew Billingsley, "The
family is the most basic institution of any people, the
center and source of its civilization" (1). One can
conclude, that within the context of the family,
individuals develop their concept of themselves, their
values, and their worth in relation to others in the world.
However, as Foster concludes, the family is not an
independent unit of the larger society. It is highly
affected by a great number of institutions in society and
reliant upon many of those institutions for its identity,
survival and success. The African American family, hence,
cannot be understood in isolation. The African American
family is best considered when viewed as a varied and
complex institution within the community, which
subsequently is interdependent within other institutions
and values in the wider, mostly white society. This is the
theme of Trial and Triumph.
In Trial and Triumph, the characters struggle for
community acceptance. This struggle is illustrated through
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both minor and major characters. In this urban setting of
free blacks, there are poor struggling families who barely
eke out an existence, and there are families who seem
stable and established. In each case, the family is the
center for social behavior among its members. The family
determines how the characters react to their communities.
In fact, when their families fail, the community helps the
protagonists gain a sense of self, security, and spiritual
strength in context with society. In addition. Harper
concerns herself with the social and economic progress of
families within the race. Specifically, she emphasizes the
dangers of class divisions based upon appearance, material
possessions, and affectations of manner; the differences
between the rituals of Christianity and the practices of a
true Christian and the ways some African Americans
participate in the exploitation and oppression of other
African Americans (Foster xxxiv). It also confronts other
issues that Foster suggests are direct and immediate
concerns that late nineteenth-century African Americans
faced during the time of "the death of Reconstruction, the
birth of Jim Crow laws, and the rise of racial violence"
(xxxiv). These societal changes present obstacles for the
family despite its cohesiveness. Therefore, the
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characters' ability to obtain community acceptance,
economic security and spiritual strength is hampered.
The major character, Annette Harcourt, is not accepted
in the community because she dares to be different. The
Harcourts, the family that dominates the story line of this
novel, have in force a strong family base. The matriarch
of the family, Mrs. Harcourt, imposed her strong values on
all around her, particularly her family. When Mrs.
Harcourt's daughter gives birth to an illegitimate child
and dies shortly after. Grandmother Harcourt takes on the
responsibility of raising Annette, her granddaughter.
Although somewhat broken in spirit because of the death of
Annette's mother and Harcourt's husband, this family is
still a cohesive unit. Grandmother Harcourt remains a
strong matriarch who has tried to instill the importance of
family into her children and grandchildren, particularly
Annette.
Annette, however, finds that despite a cohesive family
life, her family, in addition to her community, is not as
accepting of her as she had thought. Nonetheless, Annette
is a strong, outspoken, and often impish young lady who
tackles the community that often opposes her. The fact
that she is from a cohesive family is fundamentally
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misleading when it comes to achieving community acceptance
in this novel. Although Annette is lucky enough to have an
intact family, she is not without problems. For example,
during Annette's upbringing, she is encouraged by several
members of her family and community to strive for her
goals. In her journey to find her place in the community,
she is burdened with the obstacles of racism, sexism and
classism. Her family is often no help to her. In fact,
despite her good intentions. Grandmother Harcourt is ill-
equipped to prepare her granddaughter for society:
Her grandmother was kind to her, but not very tender
and loving. Her struggle to keep the wolf from the
door had absorbed her life, and although she was
neither hard nor old, yet she was not demonstrative
in her affections, and to her a restless child was an
enigma she did not know how to solve. If the child
were hungry or cold she could understand physical
wants, but for the hunger of the heart she had
neither sympathy or comprehension. (185)
Although Annette faces societal problems beyond the
family's control, she has the courage to fight for
acceptance in the community. She confronts racial
discrimination in her education; however, she graduates
with honors, only to encounter more discrimination in her
search for employment. Grandmother Harcourt, because of a
generation gap, fails to understand why Annette is so
focused on developing academically, socially and
economically in the community rather than concentrating on
finding a husband for security. Grandmother Harcourt
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argues, " What^s the use of giving her so much education?
There are no openings for her here, and if she gets married
she won't [need] it . . ."(182). This kind of thinking by
Grandmother Harcourt suggests her lack of vision and her
inability to prepare Annette for the future.
Additionally, Annette's quest to become a teacher and
writer is continually muted by those around her. She is
told by school administrators and other students that she
cannot succeed because of her color. At times Annette
feels as if there is no hope; however, it is her eventual
acceptance by certain members in the community that gets
her through these trying times. Annette finds Mrs.
Lassette who understands her and encourages her quest for
acceptance:
Annette had found a friend who understood her better
than her grandmother, and who, looking beneath the
perverseness of the child, saw in her rich
possibilities, and would often speak encouragingly to
her. (185)
Although she helps Annette's integration in the
community, Mrs. Lassette begins to search outside the home
for a sense of completeness. Despite the opposition of her
husband, she has opened her home to gifted and talented
students like Annette, despite the pinched economic
positions of their families. She also holds monthly
neighborhood meetings for mothers, stressing proper child
rearing and household management. She was. "Known as
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a friend and helper in the community in which she lived.
Young girls learned to like and come to her for counsel and
encouragement amid the different passages of their
[lives?]" (186). Mrs. Lassette takes Annette under her
wings and becomes her mentor. She encourages Annette to
strive for academic excellence. She gives her
encouragement when others do not. Most important, she
becomes Annette's friend and confidant.
There are several minor characters in Trial and
Triumph struggling for community acceptance. First among
them is Miss Johnson. Johnson wants to be a part of the
general community and accepted especially by the Harcourt
family. However, her economic status and inappropriate
social behavior force her to remain an outcast. Mr.
Thomas, a teacher, also seeks affirmation from the
community. He demands nothing short of excellence from his
students, and he gains admiration from parents in the
community this way, which satisfies his need for
acceptance. He reinforces his students in forming an
active alliance with their peers, so they may help one
another succeed throughout their development. Finally,
Reverend Lomax is not accepted as a community member
outside of his role in the church. Reverend Lomax finds a
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sense of conraiunity through politics and religion. He is,
"A politically conscious and intellectual minister who
desires to do more than sway the emotions of his
congregation" (Foster xxiv) . Indeed, he does so in the
novel by using his influence in the community to emphasize
the continuing struggle for African Americans in the
nineteenth century.
Other minor characters have a major responsibility to
support major characters. One of those characters is
Charley Cooper. Although Charley is not poor, he is not
integrated into the community because he is a mulatto.
Much like Mrs. Lassette, Cooper eventually finds support in
his relationship with a major character.
In addition to the struggle for community awareness
and acceptance, the major and minor characters also
struggle for economic security. As Billingsley suggests,
when discussing economics in the context of the nineteenth-
century black family, it is important to reexamine the
social forces that served as both obstacles to the fuller
development of the black family and as "opportunity
screens" through which many black families have been able
to move toward social achievement (72) . Billingsley makes
the general argument that many of these social forces
Benton 42
contain within them the legacy of slavery and are in that
respect oppressors. These oppressors are long and
resilient, and they reach into every aspect of the black
family, but they had a particular impact on the economic
well-being of African American families in the post-slavery
black community-
These problems are very clear in Trial and Triumph.
Problems arise with several of the characters when issues
of economics are involved. In an examination of the
economic state of nineteenth-century blacks, historian
Brenda Stevenson notes:
Free black female heads of households struggled to
survive against the most tremendous odds. They earned
less income, had less financial support from the other
household members, and had more dependents than free
black males. They also owned less property—real
estate, slave, or personal. (319)
At first glance, the Harcourt family seems to escape
this dilemma. Although death finds Grandmother Harcourt
widowed, economically she seems to be a survivor, "capable
and efficient. She found no difficulty in getting work for
herself and her older children and grand children, who were
able to add their quota to the support of the family . . ."
(189). Harcourt thought of the long-term security of her
family as well:
She was not anxious to have them all professional men
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and school teachers and government clerks, but she
wanted each one to have some trade or calling by which
a respectable and comfortable living could be made.
(189)
Considering nineteenth-century America's attitudes towards
blacks, it should come as no surprise that these goals are
hard to achieve when they are applied to Annette. Early in
the novel. Grandmother Harcourt emphasizes marriage as a
means of economic security for Annette. When this fails.
Grandmother Harcourt does her best to prepare Annette for a
career. She sees to it that Annette is educated and has
trade skills. But despite the preparations her grandmother
may have given her, she is continually faced with
discrimination in her quest to earn a living as a teacher.
This condition is indicative of many nineteenth-century
free blacks. Stevenson suggests that the growing presence
of women struggling economically during this era presented
a problem. Stevenson further states that this struggle for
racial equality was a powerful symbol of the losses-
economic, legislative, and social" (319) . In the case of
free blacks, the situation was particularly obvious. Free
blacks suffered a constant reminder, during the era, of
their history as slaves and of their uncertain future as
free people. This kind of suffering is evident in the
Harcourt family.
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An examination of antebellum history reveals that
White American's fear of the African American eventually
influenced the legislature in many free states to
systematically exclude the latter from many occupations.
In fact, following the Nat Turner rebellion, state
assemblymen targeted free black workers including teachers,
clerks and even clergymen. To further limit blacks
economic progress, in 1834, certain states prohibited urban
free blacks from participating in public performances or
exhibitions, selling goods, or working as barbers
(Billingsley 68) . Considering these factors, one submits
that the suggestion that Harcourt's management of Annette
is inappropriate is less important than to suggest that,
family, in this novel and in history, was often unavailing
when it came to race and economics despite Harper's lofty
views of cohesive family units.
Skin color affects the economic conditions of Harper's
most important minor character. Cooper struggles for
economic security while grappling with skin color issues.
Charley, a mulatto who can easily be mistaken for white,
enters the story facing major obstacles concerning socio¬
economic security for his family. Recently fired from his
job because a customer brings to the attention of his
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employer that he is the product of a racially mixed mother,
Charley implores the help of Mr. Thomas to find employment
to support his family. Explaining that he has neither
proclaimed nor denied his true heritage, Charley enters
into a discussion with Mr. Thomas about the state of the
nineteenth-century black family as a result of economic
alienation. Charley emphatically tells Mr. Thomas that he
is a good worker and is being punished merely because of
his black blood.
Hence, Harper's novel suggests that Charley considers
passing for white like so many slaves and free blacks did
in order to thrive economically. In the novel, Charley
suggests the possibility that he should go North and pass
for white so that he can be appreciated for his skill and
not his color. Charley changes his mind about passing only
when Mr. Thomas, a good friend, urges him to stay true to
his heritage for his 'mother's sake." Thomas states
emphatically that the only way the socioeconomic condition
of blacks as a whole can be improved is if individuals stay
loyal to their families and their communities.
With this in mind, Thomas offers to help Charley by
locating a benefactor for him:
No, Charley; stay for your mother's sake. I know a
noble and generous man who is brave enough to face a
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vitiated public opinion, and rich enough to afford
himself the luxury of a good conscience. I shall
tell him your story and try to interest him in your
behalf. Will you stay? (213)
Charley is an excellent example of the problem of blacks
"passing" for economic reasons. His answer to his friend's
question "will you stay" helps the reader understand the
serious economic problems of both the ex-slave and the
mixed blood:
I certainly will if he will give me any chance to get
my living and help my mother. (213)
Fortunately, Charley is successful in getting a job,
presumably offered by Thomas' friend. At the end of the
story, Charley is a "steady and prosperous young man"
(246) .
Harper's emphasis on Annette's and Charley's economic
successes, despite their obstacles, is based on Harper's
own beliefs about eradicating poverty among Post Civil War
blacks. Charley's community support is central to Harper's
philosophy. In the case of Annette's difficulties and
Grandmother Harcourt's inability to assist in solving them.
Harper's model teacher comes to Annette's rescue. An
exemplary woman in every way, Annette listens to Mrs.
Lassette's advice and learns how to cope with
discrimination and other problems. Lassette's home, a venue
for lively intellectual exchanges for community leaders and
young people, is like a school nurturing brilliant young
minds such as Annette's.
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In Charley's situation, Mr. Thomas, a community leader
and friend to Charley, helps him realize the moral
implications of passing for white. In order to "pass,"
successfully, "up North," Charley would have to deny his
own mother. Thomas prevents him from doing this by finding
a white employer who is willing to hire blacks. These
characters represent blacks who, according to E. Franklin
Frazier, received some "gratification and satisfaction,"
from occasional "opportunities" for economic advancement
(xiii).
In certain respects, Annette's and Charley's stories
make one think about the many problems—social, and
economic that affected the security of the nineteenth-
century black family. It is common knowledge that a
family's security can depend on many situations. According
to Harper's novel, Charley believes his skill, loyalty,
capability, and most important, truth to self, family and
community will ensure his survival. Many nineteenth
century blacks during Reconstruction similarly based their
lives on this confidence. However, much happened to
disturb this security, such as the changes in the political
climate and social views that arose during the white
supremacist movement at the turn of the century. Unlike
Charley and Annette who found a way to cope with racial
problems by capitalizing on a cohesive family and
supportive community, many blacks in reality did not. As a
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result, they became bitter and angry, which caused a change
of "mood" in the black family (xiii). This condition would
likely cause a breakdown in the cohesive structure
portrayed in some of Harper's works.
Often, when families are faced with struggles such as
these, spirituality becomes a driving force. Many of
Harper's characters in Trial and Triumph who struggle to
find acceptance in the community and economic security seek
outlets in the spiritual community. However, their
commitment to spirituality did not waiver after they found
community, economic and sociopolitical acceptance. For
example, after finally finding acceptance in the community,
Annette, under the counsel of Mrs. Lassette, finds that
religion completes her journey to womanhood:
In dealing with a young convert she thought more was
needed than getting her into the church and making
her feel that the moment she rose from the altar
with rejoicing on her lips, that she was a full
blown Christian. That, to Mrs. Lassette was the
initial step in the narrow way left luminous by the
bleeding feet of Christ, and what the young convert
needed was to be taught how to walk worthy of her
high calling. (240)
From this perspective, one can see that a spiritual base
helped in other aspects of the characters' lives. Like
many black writers, Frances Harper was extraordinarily
sensitive to questions of the function of religion in the
black community. In her treatment of Annette, the reader
can identify with Harper's feelings that true spiritual
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awareness is necessary for individuals to feel complete.
She states in the text:
Amid all the religious upheavals of the Nineteenth
Century, I believe God is at the helm, that there are
petrifactions of creed and dogma that are to [be]
broken up, not by mere intellectual speculations, but
by the greater solvent of the constraining love of
Christ, and it is for this that I am praying, longing
and waiting. (213)
Of course, this conception brings its own problems.
Indeed, one particular difficulty arises in this approach,
in that, the characters achieve spiritual awareness far too
late to help them with major life dilemmas. If the
characters had been fortunate enough to attain spiritual
awareness at an early age, then, perhaps they would not
have had such difficulty facing social and economic
difficulties. There is a need to look at cohesive
nineteenth-century families in a functional perspective.
Like many nineteenth-century black writers. Harper was
attentive to questions of how cohesive families functioned
as one entity, as well as how individual family members
functioned on their own. By exploring community, economics
and spiritual awareness in a nineteenth-century urban
environment. Harper expanded the conception of the social
function of black families during this period. However,
Harper's text becomes problematic in that most of the
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individuals in Trial and Triumph oppose their families in
some way, in order to create an individual identity. In
many ways, this opposition serves to somewhat divide the
family. The question of the function of the family is thus
critically related, on the one hand, to shaping
individuals, and on the other, to destroying their
individuality.
Chapter IV
The Reunited Family in lola Leroy
Although Harper's lola Leroy was long considered the
first novel written by an African American woman, it sat
uncritiqued, unacclaimed and out of print for many years.
In fact, it was not until the recent discovery of Harper's
Minnie's Sacrifice, Sowing and Reaping and Trial and
Triiomph, did lola Leroy receive much notice.
Frances Smith Foster's rediscovery of these first
three novels by Harper, along with a rapidly growing
interest in the written texts, culture and experiences of
black families in America, has promoted a growing
reconsideration of lola Leroy. Although scholars continue
to be critical of her use of sentimental language, many
have refuted the notion that lola Leroy is disconnected
from the real concerns of black families at the turn of the
century. Notwithstanding, critics, such as Deborah
McDowell, who have studied other neglected novels suggest
that the characterizations in lola Leroy are lacking in
honest descriptions of black people and that the novel is
directed toward a white readership (Foreman 1) . However,
many now see that to confuse the language with the body of
the text is to deny the text its function as an instrument
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of history and as a document of Harper's views of the
nineteenth-century black family. Foreman agrees that "The
text is compellingly artful in communicating differently to
readers who do not always enjoy shared fields of cultural
knowledge or levels of literary sophistication" (1) . And
again, some argue that Harper's choice of language
obstructs her intention, but this chapter will argue that
Harper is very successful in her attempt to write about
lola Leroy and her family's circumstances in a manner that
genuinely portrays a black family struggling to reunite
after the institution of slavery has separated them.
In lola Leroy or Shadows Uplifted, the black family is
specifically depicted through three phases: a cohesive
phase, a disintegrated phase and finally and most
important, a reunited phase. These struggles are reflected
before, during and after the Civil War. The 1892 novel
offers a powerful vision of the nineteenth-century "slavery
to freedom" story and includes an internal look at how
black families interacted and struggled to remain cohesive
units during this time. lola Leroy deals particularly with
the problem of mulatto offspring conceived during the
period of slavery. In the novel. Harper weaves a story of a
mulatto woman who is the product of an interracial
marriage. She is raised as a privileged white of the
antebellum South. Shortly after her father's death and on
the eve of war, her true heritage is discovered and she is
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subsequently sold into slavery. She is eventually rescued
by the Union army and reunites with her family after the
war. Andrew Billingsley has noted that the entire slave
system from the Middle Passage to Reconstruction had
crippling consequences on the maintenance and growth of
normal kinds of family life among black people in America
(68) . As we see in lola Leroy, these struggles were
further complicated by mixed heritage and exacerbated by
interracial marriage.
First, interracial marriages in the nineteenth century
were forbidden by law in the United States and were
sufferable by severe scrutiny and isolation. Billingsley
points out that this not only applied during slavery but in
modern times as well. He notes that "Not until 1967 were
the last legal supports for such bans struck down by the
U.S. Supreme Court" (65). However, despite the lack of
legal support for such bans on interracial marriage, the
"customs" and "norms" in this country still make
interracial marriage a rare and deviant sort of behavior.
Secondly, the children who were products of these unions
were always at risk of becoming enslaved. In lola Leroy,
Frances Harper tells a story that explores these scenarios
from the perspective of a family of this type.
lola Leroy opens in the middle of the Civil War, on a
southern plantation in which a close-knit community of
enslaved black families awaits news of the arrival of the
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Union Army. The arrival of the army means a chance for
several of the male slaves to participate in the Union
cause and the struggle for freedom. It also means the
rescue from slavery of the protagonist lola Leroy by a
Union General. The chapters that follow focus on life in
the army, depicting Robert, lola's uncle, and his
commitment to a black regiment in spite of his light skin
which would enable him to pass.
At this point, the action shifts back twenty years,
and we learn the story of lola's immediate family and how
they struggle for community acceptance in a land that
frowns upon interracial marriage. We also see how the
family eventually is forced to struggle for economic
security and spiritual grounding. The reader is introduced
to lola's father, Eugene Leroy, a white Southerner who
falls in love with a mulatto slave, lola's mother, then
frees, educates, and eventually marries her, despite the
protest of his racist cousin and of the white Southern
society that ostracizes them. Feeling this stigma and
knowing the potential danger their family is in, Eugene and
Marie send their children North to be educated as white.
There, they receive community acceptance and are allowed to
thrive economically. However, when Eugene dies, his cousin
seizes his property and sells Marie Leroy and her children,
including lola and her brother Harry, back into slavery.
Here the action returns to the Civil War where the novel
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begins. Although now free and struggling economically,
lola refuses the marriage proposal of the white Northern
doctor Gresham and discovers that Robert Johnson is her
uncle. Her brother Harry, meanwhile, has enlisted in an
all-black regiment in the Union Army. When the war is
over, Robert, Harry, and lola all search for their families
and a sense of stability. They are most interested in
finding their mothers. United at last in the North, the
characters embark on projects to solve the social, economic
and spiritual crisis among northern and southern blacks,
lola marries a fellow activist, a mulatto doctor named
Latimer, and they return to a black southern community.
The novel concludes with the major characters resolutely
involved in the black Reconstruction effort to "uplift the
race," particularly through community involvement, economic
security, and spiritual development in the old South. The
subtitle "Shadows Uplifted" in itself gives reference to
"invisible" individuals, becoming empowered, hence
"uplifted."
As a result of Harper^ s newly discovered first three
novels Minnie^ s Sacrifice, Sowing and Reaping, and Trial
and Triumph, critics have tried to establish a pattern of
similarities in her fiction. lola Leroy is now often being
compared to Harper's first novel, Minnie's Sacrifice,
discussed earlier in this study. However, there are some
obvious differences in the two. In Minnie's Sacrifice, the
Benton 56
status of family is played out in the subtext of
unintentional passing or mistaken identity on the part of
the protagonists. The characters know who they are and
where they come from in lola Leroy.
This chapter examines the essence of forces like
community acceptance, economic security and spiritual
awareness, and it shows how these forces reflect Harper's
views about the family far beyond simply supplying a
prelude to the novel's slavery to Reconstruction plot.
Young contends that the Civil War profoundly affects the
novel's thematic concerns of the black family (273). As a
literary work, lola Leroy somewhat rewrites the conventions
of the nineteenth-century black narrative, foregrounding
black families. Harper's treatment of the reunited family
is central to this effort, not only as one topic of the
Civil War debate, but also as cohesive units whose presence
in the narrative frames the novel.
Indeed, Harper uses her literary form to represent the
importance of community acceptance for lola and her family
before slavery, during slavery, and during postwar
Reconstruction. In the opening of lola Leroy, the slave
community of which lola, Robert and Harry are a part is an
established and viable institution like many during the
nineteenth century. Stevenson observes:
Members of slave communities played
substantial physical, material, and emotional roles
in the lives of slaves. To a large extent, they
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were the slave's family. The presence of
meaningful kinship ties embodied in the extended
family or community, therefore, allowed slaves to
take on a variety of marital arrangements and
familial structures. One's master might have had
the final authority, but there also were slaves
and slave institutions that exerted influence,
perhaps more influence than masters realized. Within
the broad contoured system of slave life that masters
insisted on designing, slaves found spaces of their
own, choosing what lines to and not to cross as
they constructed their own domestic terrain. [221)
This condition is indicative of the slave community Harper
established in her novel. There were matriarchs and
patriarchs, medicine men, clergy, counselors and tradesmen.
Further, the novel emphasizes Robert, Harry, and Tola's
connections to their community. It highlights how their
faith made their commitment to the community strong. This
is demonstrated by the prayer meetings that were secretly
held in the community in spite of the possible danger of
white patrollers who threatened to break up the meetings
and punish its attendants:
Although the slaves were denied unrestricted
travel, and holdings of meetings without
the surveillance of a white man, yet they
contrived to meet by stealth and hold gatherings
where they could mingle their prayers and tears,
and lay plans for escaping to the Union
army. (13)
Though not a slave. Tola is influenced by the slave
community. The above passage reflects the black community's
cohesiveness in a time of turbulence. A further look at the
slave community on the plantation at the beginning of the
novel and Harper's various moral pleas throughout the work
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are key elements of this contention. The community is very
close-knit and each individual looks out for and has a
genuine concern for the others in that community.
Harper frames other situations in the novel in terms
of the importance of the slave community. After all, the
war enters lola's life simultaneously with her father's
sudden death and her mother's disappearance as a result of
being resold into slavery. The slave community's presence
in her life parallels her quest for a reunion with her
family and the freedom of those in the slave community.
Throughout the novel, lola longs for her family and makes
several references to her loneliness. For example, she
tells Tom, "You are the best friend I have had since I was
torn from my mother" (116) . She misses the community of
blacks that had been a strong foundation for her during her
youth; even though she did not know that she was black.
This yearning for home and family is more evident midway
through the novel when she refuses Dr. Gresham's proposal
of marriage:
Oh, you do not know how hungry my heart is for my
mother! Were I to marry you I would carry an aching
heart into your home and dim its brightness. I have
resolved never to marry until I have found my mother.
(117-18)
lola emphasizes further the strong bond with her mother:
The hope of finding her has colored all my life since
I regained my freedom. It has helped sustain me in
the hour of fearful trial. (117-18)
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She denies herself the luxury of marriage while she
searches for her mother and the loving encouragement she
knew in a stable family.
When I see her I want to have the proud consciousness
that I bring her back a heart just as loving, faitHful,
and devoted as the last hour we parted. (117-118)
These passages indicate that lola wishes to stay true to
her community despite the comfort a marriage to a white
doctor would bring. Finally, the end of the war brings the
realization of this desire, as lola announces "I am on my
way South seeking my mother, and I shall not give up until
I find her" (168).
The search for family and the return to the Southern
black community define not only lola's experiences but that
of minor characters in the novel as well. Young points out
that the soldiers in the novel are often portrayed in
relation to their mothers and the black community in which
they were raised. Debating whether to run off to war,
Robert asserts early in the novel, "I ain't got nothing
'gainst my ole Miss, except she sold my mother from me.
And a boy ain't nothing without his mother" (17-18) .
Members of the slave community's quest for family is
shared by lola's brother, Harry, and her uncle Robert, both
of whom are seeking to put back together their families as
well as seeking to build their own identity in the
community. After escaping slavery, Harry marries Lucille,
and together, they head a school for black children.
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Shortly after, lola marries and moves back to the South
with her family and Robert sells his northern business and
moves with his mother and sister to North Carolina. An
important association between the families in the novel is
that they also evoke relationships among members of the
entire black community—an extended family in a sense.
Harper turns this into a familial quest for the slave
community as a whole, and an opportunity to rewrite the
fictional forms of slavery in which the family unit in the
black community is most often seen as a lost cause that is
destined to be torn apart. However, as Carby contends,
"Finding a dispersed family, a metaphor for the African
Diaspora, is an established Afro-American literary
convention that Harper uses to represent the discovery of
"the people" in the form of Southern folk (xviii).
Carby further notes that
lola does not share the history of the folk
on the Gundover plantation as many of the
northern black intellectuals did not share the
history of the newly emancipated that they
wanted to represent. Her different
history prefigures a future that will be
tied to but separate from the future of the
folk. The journey to know, or find, the
people places lola in the position of a
potential leader, one of the "noble, earnest
men, and true women" that Harper considered
to be "the greatest need of the race. (xviii)
In short, Carby believes that Harper's characters engage in
the real history of the black community and that each of
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them experiences some aspect of the life of the black
community in his/her individual story. lola is
definitively the model for this notion, as she undergoes
many aspects of the displaced and dispossessed African
American during this era (xxii).
In addition to the search for family tied to
community, Harper introduces a critical point about
economics in lola Leroy. In a family that has seen freedom,
slavery and then freedom again, lola and Harry have
experienced the entire spectrum of economics. They go from
being wealthy aristocrats to becoming slaves with meager
economic support. Finally, they become individuals
struggling to build an economic base. Each of these
existences is solely due to their association with a larger
economic system, slavery. As Billingsley suggests, "The
Negro family existed during slavery in the United States,
but it was a most precarious existence, dependent wholly on
the economic and personal interest of the white man, and
the grim determination and bravery of the black man (65).
Harper's novel provides economic challenges for the
characters that, on casual first view, appear to be simple
descriptions. However, examining Harper's own philosophy
about material well-being, one finds it is much more than
Benton 62
that. In this novel, the slaves are seen as more than
inanimate tools to plow the white man's land. In the
novel, the slave community exists as a social and economic
institution. Yes, they were controlled for the economic
benefit of the slave master, but the slaves' business
ingenuity show them to be industrious human beings. As
history tells us, if the slaves were unhappy, they had the
ability to not produce, thus controlling the economic gain
of the slave master.
Harper is not one-dimensional in her depictions of the
economic involvement of blacks in her novel. Several
characters, slave and free, indeed strive for individual
economic freedom outside of the slave system. Aunt Linda
ends up selling food to the soldiers as they come through
the South to earn money. Another black woman, a laundress,
serves as a Union spy for pay. And lola, the protagonist,
nurses wounded soldiers for the Union army and eventually
changes her attitude about socioeconomic issues in the
postwar black community. She states to Robert, "I have a
theory that every woman ought to know how to earn her own
living" (205).
lola's fervent desire to assist herself and others is
even more evident when Robert challenges her. Her belief
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that a woman should earn her living puts her on the spot.
When Robert boldly asks what she will do about her theory,
lola's response reveals the courageous attitude of an
independent woman: "I am going to join the great rank of
bread-winners." lola's new attitude about the economic
state of blacks obviously stems from the situation
regarding her mother, who lost everything after her
father's death, including her family, because she did not
have an economic base of her own. This philosophy is at
play when lola turns down a proposal of marriage, which had
she accepted, would have provided her with economic
security. Her refusal though is not only a matter of an
insistence on economic independence but also loyalty to her
family heritage. She did not want to live a life in denial
of who she was and never have the opportunity to reunite
with her family. She states, "I have too much self-respect
to enter your home under a veil of concealment" (117) . This
is self-realization of who she is and the acceptance of the
economic conditions it brings. lola goes on to state that
having a job should not be for single women only. " I
believe there would be less unhappy marriages if labor were
more honored among women" (210).
lola's attitude toward women in the workplace, as a
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responsibility to race, seems to reflect Harper's
philosophy on the subject. Critics have noted that Harper
includes in lola Leroy portions of her essays and lectures.
John Ernest suggests that African American self-expression
constitutes the subtext of lola Leroy (509). Boyd
additionally observes that:
Minnie's Sacrifice and lola Leroy demonstrate
Harper's activist aesthetic and her focus on
racial identity as a key thematic challenge to
political injustice and oppression. While her
characters must struggle with the ambiguity of
their identities the resolution to the dilemma
lies in political involvement to alter the socio¬
economic structure that advocate the
benefits from such confusion and class division.
(171)
Indeed the economic state of the nineteenth-century black
family was complex. Skin color, slavery and womens' co¬
dependency on their husbands were all factors in the
complexity of economics that Harper addressed.
Toward the end of the novel, spiritual awareness comes
into play for the characters. This spiritual awakening for
the characters is directly linked to their reattachment to
their families and communities. It is indeed lola's
spiritual awareness that leads her back to the South in
order to reunite her family. Harper speaks through lola
stating that "The moral aspect of the nation would be
changed if it would learn at the same time to subordinate
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the spirit of caste to the spirit of Christ" (168). After
her return to the South, lola attempts to do her part in
the moral-uplift process of African Americans. She becomes
active in church as a Sunday school teacher and focuses on
children and young adults:
Soon after lola had settled, she quietly took her
Place in the Sunday-school as a teacher, and in the
church as a helper. She was welcomed by the young
pastor, who found in her a strong and faithful ally.
Together they planned meetings for the special benefit
of mothers and children. When the dens of vice are
spreading their snares for the feet of the tempted and
inexperienced, her doors are freely opened for the
instruction of the children before their feet have
wandered and gone far astray. (278-279)
Indeed lola's life at the conclusion of the novel is
"full of blessedness" (279) . Essentially, what one
experiences at the conclusion of lola Leroy is family and
identity with a difference. The socioeconomically astute,
spiritually aware, and community-involved family of lola
Leroy at the close of Harper's work represents a
collaboration of the voices that mark the various
philosophies of Harper as a whole. As a result. Harper's
views and her own family experience converge in lola Leroy
constituting a slice of the author's life. Elizabeth
Young's article "Warring Fiction in lola Leroy" points out
that critics like Hazel Carby, for example, argue in a
persuasive reading of the novel that lola's journey from
orphaned youth to family-filled adulthood recalls Harper's
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journey to womanhood, the mid-nineteenth-century domestic
"woman's novel" and the plight of the black family (274).
Ida's jubilant claim of family at the end of the
novel applies "Not only to the individual heroine" but also
to the black community, for it serves, Carby argues, "as
the vehicle for Harper's personal philosophy on the black
Diaspora and the emerging postwar role of blacks" (274).
Simply, this is a more aggressive look at how community,
economics and spirituality coexist within the black family.
As Ida Leroy suggests. Harper's presentation of the
black family before, during and after the war foregrounds
the search in which Ida engages. Boyd observes that
"Harper's characters are designed to embody the dichotomy
of race and gender, but unlike the typical tragic mulattos
of nineteenth-century literature, her characters transcend
these cultural contradictions by adhering to a higher
calling in the liberation movements" (171) . As the first
African American author to address the importance of a
cohesive black family, rather than merely blacks as victims
of slavery, lola Leroy paid literary witness to black
families, whose existence had been treated with ambivalence
in the works of other authors, in order for the larger
picture of social crisis of nineteenth-century blacks to be
told. She makes sure blacks are seen pursuing economic
freedom, spiritual development, community involvement, and
most important togetherness of family. Minnie's Sacrifice
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and lola Leroy are unique in that, as both stories
progress, the protagonists who can indeed pass for white
eventually choose to identify with blacks. They make the
ultimate decision to fight for racial justice. Harper
stands more generally for the familial dislocation that
often characterized the slave experience in America. In
lola Leroy, the Civil War is portrayed as an opportunity
for lola and the other black characters to abolish a system
that at its center advocated the detachment of black
families. In this sense lola Leroy has a complex function,
simultaneously providing an historical metaphor for the
novel's fictional plots and using those fictional plots to
inform sociopolitical, spiritual, and community discourse
about the nineteenth century and the Civil War. This
interpretation of the way in which the nineteenth-century
black family functions in lola Leroy is, however, itself
incomplete. It is crucial to understand that the novel
portrays only a few examples of the black family. One must
remember that not all black families were separated. Not
all black families were mulattos. Most important, not all
nineteenth-century black families had such horrible
tragedies. According to Billingsley, there were northern-
bred families who were not victims of slavery and hundreds
of free black families who left the South during the second
half of the antebellm era. Most of these families kept in
contact and are still in tact. However, it would be
Benton 68
impossible for Harper to deal with all circiomstances in one
novel. In this context, lola Leroy^ s plots are effective
images of black families dealing with slavery and
Reconstruction. After all, one must remember lola Leroy^ s
main accomplishment is the fact that it works through a
plot of inheritance and kinship. lola is an heiress, the
daughter of a rich planter, but her relation to her
inheritance and her future, as Carby notes, is illegitimate
since it is based on the concealment of her true identity
as a black woman (xviii) . As a black woman, lola threatens
the white patriarchal order. As she moves from heiress to
orphan, she finds that through her maternal ancestors she
is heir to a black family as well as a white one. Carby
states that
The search for her true community and her
real family structures the course of the
novel. The knowledge lola gains in her
journey from adolescence to womanhood
legitimates this matriarchal kinship. Thus,
lola does not establish her rightful
position in a new social order through a
husband, a conventional mechanism for the
gaining of a surrogate family, but searches
for and finds her maternal family. (xviii)
This is indeed Harper's intention in lola Leroy.
Chapter V
Conclusion
This study finds that late nineteenth-century fiction
has produced a literary history that is characterized by
some obvious deletions. In particular, the experiences of
the internal structure of the black family in the wake of
slavery and Reconstruction were often excluded from this
genre of fiction. The fiction before Harper often did not
show what blacks feel in their hearts and souls about
family, love, money and God; only their external
circumstances are shown.
Harper reveals the typical nature of black family
relations and life by examining the whole of society
through the eyes of her characters and their families. In
doing so, she offers an unprecedented look at the daily
lives of such dissimilar groups of people as slaves,
sharecroppers, urban free blacks, or social and cultural
forces which kept them together and sometimes drove them
apart.
When Frances Harper piablished lola Leroy and
serialized Minnie^s Sacrifice and Trial and Triumph, they
assumingly sold well, but within a relatively short period
of time they were forgotten. lola Leroy was out of print
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until 1987, and Minnie^s Sacrifice and Trial and Triumph
were not discovered until the mid nineteen nineties by
Frances Smith Foster.
Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that for the
modern reader, these novels may seem stereotypically
sentimental, but they are indeed noteworthy for both their
literary and historical value. Harper's novels are among
the first known to be published by an African American
woman. Therefore, both writer and works have a special
place in African American literary history. Harper's
fiction holds a special place in history because her works
record facets of the black family not generally found in
American history, such as interracial marriages between
plantation owners and blacks and the struggles of the black
family during slavery and Reconstruction.
The relationship between Harper's personal philosophy
regarding nineteenth-century America and her fiction
prompted an unrivaled examination of the nineteenth-century
black family. The areas touched specifically are the
struggle for community involvement, economic security and
spiritual awareness. As has been suggested in this study.
Harper was fully aware of the problematic relationships of
blacks and whites. Her novels suggest how color and race
mixing affected the familial structure of blacks. However,
what is more prevalent in the novels was her focus on black
families independently of the society in which they lived.
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This was done by focusing on the family functions,
composition and on the roles of husbands, wives, and
children.
In sum. Harper touches upon issues that some black
writers did not want to address, particularly since their
works attracted a public of predominately white readers.
Hence, Harper became taboo by some critical standards.
Unfortunately, the focus on her use of sentimental language
to appease white audiences overshadowed the underlying
message in her fiction. At the same time, however, a
tradition that strayed away from typical nineteenth-century
motifs became evident in Harper^s fiction. For the first
time, all of the black families in a work are not torn
apart by slavery. Blacks are seen in urban environments
rather than in the typical Southern rural setting. Blacks
are depicted as educated and striving for economic
independence. In sum, blacks are not always 'tragic'
figures but humans with extraordinary drive. P. Gabrielle
Foreman states in the conclusion of her article, "Reading
Aright: White Slavery, Black Referents, and The Strategy of
Histotextuality in lola Leroy" that to be completely
efficient in a work, one has to write from experience" (4).
Harper would be a voice for any cause she found worthy, and
that is what made her strong. Harper never separated her
life and work. She used her life experiences as a black
woman living in the nineteenth century to call attention to
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the negative issues facing the black family.
Unfortunately, many of these issues still exist. As
Billingsley states, at no time in the history of this
country has the black family experienced, "systematically
and generally," the kind of social supports from society
which would even approach the intensity of the negative
impact of slavery. Billingsley contends. further. that not
only has society not selected to deal fairly with the
social dynamics that weaken the black family but the
structure of the black family as well (4).
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